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UCLA Teach-In on Vietnam War
March 24, 1966

Beerman joined the eminent philosopher Herbert Marcuse, his friend Stanley 
Sheinbaum, and others at a teach-in on the Vietnam War at the UCLA campus in 
Westwood, as can be seen in the teach-in program that follows. As a confirmed paci-
fist, Beerman was deeply concerned about the war and the escalating loss of life that 
followed President Johnson’s decision to increase air attacks on the North Vietnamese 
in 1965. In this talk, Beerman opened by situating the war in the twenty-year “adven-
ture” into conflict that was the Cold War. The enmity issuing from the Cold War, he 
suggested, yielded no winners or losers, just more insensitivity to the desires and needs 
of the putative enemy.

Beerman held both sides in the Vietnam War responsible. The American aerial 
assault was, to his mind, “repugnant.” But he also lamented the fact that North 
Vietnam, like the United States, held to “the arrogant certainty of its own utter right-
ness.” The moral blindness from this certainty exacted a very heavy toll in human 
lives, as Beerman would continue to call out and mourn until the war’s end.

“It was the best of times; it was the worst of times. It was the age of wisdom; it was 
the age of foolishness. It was the season of Light; it was the season of Darkness. It 
was the spring of hope; it was the winter of despair. We had everything before us. 
We had nothing before us. We were all going direct to Heaven; we were all going 
direct the other way . . .”

With these bitter words Charles Dickens opened his novel A Tale of Two Cities. 
The paradoxes to which he addressed himself persist in our time.

To live in the midst of such paradoxes is the particular challenge and burden 
of our generation.



Figure 16. UCLA Teach-In I (1966).



Figure 17. UCLA Teach-In II (1966).



Figure 17. Continued
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Forces of change beyond the control of even the best men are pushing aside the 
remaining ramparts of the old certainties, those truths, those values which once 
sheltered and comforted us. Peace is cracked in a hundred shivers. The air of the 
Cold War sweeps through the long winter night. In America we look outward and 
the world envies or despises or distrusts us, we look inward and are plagued by the 
rising tide of the poor, the urban hopeless, the massive and still unresolved protest 
of the Negroes.

We seem to be living at the end of one era and the beginning of another. And 
it can be emotionally wearing to be living at such a time, vaguely knowing that 
something is coming to an end, and something is being born.

For twenty years we have been living through a time euphemistically called a 
Cold War. For twenty years our government and its people have been acting on 
the assumption that communism is on the march for the conquest of the world, 
that it is the manifest destiny of the United States to save the world from suffering 
this fate. In the pursuit of this mirage, this myth, we have engaged in international 
adventurism. In the process our hands are covered with blood. We have become as 
brutalized as our enemies, as we have shown in Vietnam, torturing, killing, burn-
ing, combatants and non-combatants alike.

For twenty years we have sacrificed upon the altar of war and its preparation 
the greatest gifts of this nation, the gifts of mind and technique and sensitivity, and 
in so doing, we have demonstrated a total contempt for man.

This same era has given us a glimpse of what man’s knowledge could have done 
for us. But we have made no serious effort to bring this golden age into being. 
Compassion has not been a full-time occupation for any of us. Our ingenuity, our 
resources, have literally been swallowed up by our consuming endeavor to stalk 
the enemy. Our laboratories, our universities, our research centers have found 
themselves dedicated to the same pursuits.

For twenty years the angel of death has hovered over our civilization, fend-
ing off any serious endeavor to re-cultivate the waste places or to make a serious 
assault upon the problems of human anguish. The efforts of the so-called Great 
Society are so feeble and shabby they can hardly be considered more than a token 
of what needs to be done.

The result of all this cannot adequately be measured, but you and I know it in 
the form of greater frustration and estrangement. The poor know it in the form 
of even greater poverty. For it is upon the poverty of [the] multitude that the 
unswerving, irresponsible, irrepressible, dedication to defense and war is built.

Such an age as ours may very well bring tourists to the moon but it will hardly 
make a contribution to the human spirit. For in such an age, the artists, the thought-
ful man, the man of wisdom, the student, even the man of religion, is no longer 
able to see the healing role the responsible use of his talents would demand of him.

It is in the context of such a time that we have come, with all of our different and 
sometimes contradictory points of view, to consider the war in Vietnam.
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And it frightens me to think that I do not have all the solutions to the conflict. 
It frightens me because I think I am, as Americans go, reasonably informed and 
intelligent and concerned. It frightens me to think what I think may never reach 
that cold heart where computers calculate the risk of continuing, enlarging, or 
ending the conflict.

And yet it frightens me even more to contemplate how I should be able to face 
the ugliness of my own silence in the presence of what I know to be criminal, the 
brutalization of our moral sensitivity, the indifference with which we learn of the 
daily body count.

I am not a military strategist. I was a terrible soldier. I cannot write a novel, 
or make a television set or send a rocket to the moon. But does that mean that I 
cannot make an intelligent judgment on whether a work of fiction or a television 
program is worthwhile, or whether the moon is not better off being just for lovers 
rather than for American or Russian tourists?

We are responsible for anything against which we do not protest. What we 
do here then is an expression of that responsibility. If we speak of the tragedy of 
Vietnam and the failure of governments to end that conflict, we think not only 
of Vietnam, but of a world torn by contending ideologies and ambitions. It is our 
task to articulate the human conscience in a world in which the conscience is 
shrunken, shriveled, petrified, rarely able to move beyond the narrow boundaries 
we have set for it.

Each of the contending ideologies is wrapped in the arrogant certainty of its own 
utter rightness. Our country asserts its determination to stop ruthless Communist 
aggression, to defend freedom for Vietnam and the world. North Vietnam, the 
National Liberation Front, the People’s Republic of China proclaim their intention 
to throw back the ruthlessly aggressive American imperialists in defense of the 
right of the Vietnamese to govern themselves, and on behalf of all nations seeking 
national liberation.

We know what price has been paid for this relentless, passionate dogmatism. In 
Vietnam, war has become a way of life, conscripting the young, making widows, 
orphans. Freedom and justice are hollow words, a mockery. They mean torment. Both 
sides have been forced to commit atrocities to mock their claims of self-righteous-
ness. Both have been drawn farther and farther into the maelstrom of destruction.

Surely we must know that war cannot serve the interests of man any longer. In 
this age, with these weapons, how can war do anything but destroy our hopes, our 
accomplishments, our pretensions of humanity? There is no moral justification for 
the horror that our planes, our massive firepower, our brutality have inflicted upon 
the people of Vietnam.

“All I ask,” Albert Camus once told us, “is that in the midst of a murderous world 
we agree to reflect on murder and to make a choice. After that we can distinguish 
those who accept the consequence of being murderers themselves or the accom-
plices of murderers, and those who refuse to do so with all their force and being.”
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The United States has made such a choice, and we find it repugnant. We call upon 
our government to stop the air attacks as an affront to human decency and unworthy 
of a great people. We call upon our government to express a clear intention that it 
intends to end the war with a settlement that will include withdrawing its forces and 
dismantling its military basis. Such a pronouncement supported by immediate and 
meaningful actions to prove our good faith is necessary if either the regime in Saigon 
or the NLF or the N. Vietnamese will take seriously overtures to negotiate.

The people and government of North Vietnam and the NLF have chosen 
whether they will be murderers or accomplices of murderers, and we must be 
shocked and repelled. We must address to them this appeal to abandon the meth-
ods of torture, assassination, the terror. They too are an affront to the whole con-
cept of human decency.

We ask of them that they declare their unqualified willingness to meet with 
representatives of the United States and the present government of S. Vietnam to 
negotiate peace based on the agreements of 1954.

It is difficult to imagine that a world such as ours, divided by suspicion and 
hatred, is capable of turning from war and toward the resolution of conflict by 
non-violent means. Yet this is the choice we must make. Whether or not we will 
compromise with murder.

We need those who have the muscle to care. And more than caring we need 
those who have the courage to be compassionate, who will preserve and cultivate 
an enduring vision of the good and the tender.1

C OMMENTARY BY R ABBI  SANFORD R AGINS

Psychologist Carl Rogers taught that therapists must use words as scalpels—not 
to wound, but to heal. That aptly describes how Leonard Beerman, a therapist of 
the conscience, often worked, as in this powerful talk early in the war in Vietnam. 
A new term—”body count”—had just been added to the American vocabulary. 
Leonard immediately saw the horror and suffering lurking behind this ugly euphe-
mism, and he resolved to use his words to awaken our consciences.

And what powerful words they were!
Incisive, even blunt: “Our hands are covered with blood.”
Sharp: “Peace is cracked in a hundred shivers.”
Eloquent: “It is our task to articulate the human conscience in a world in which 

the conscience is shrunken, shriveled, petrified, rarely able to move beyond the 
narrow boundaries we have set for it.”

Challenging and tough, indeed penetrating: “We are responsible for anything 
against which we do not protest.”

Leonard’s passionately held core beliefs are also evident.
His pacifism: “Surely we must know that war cannot serve the interests of man 

[sic!] any longer.”
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